Andrews University

Digital Commons @ Andrews University
Faculty Publications
1-1-1976

The Meaning of Genesis 1:1
Gerhard F. Hasel
Andrews University

Follow this and additional works at: https://digitalcommons.andrews.edu/pubs
Part of the Biblical Studies Commons

Recommended Citation
Hasel, Gerhard F., "The Meaning of Genesis 1:1" (1976). Faculty Publications. 3623.
https://digitalcommons.andrews.edu/pubs/3623

This Article is brought to you for free and open access by Digital Commons @ Andrews University. It has been
accepted for inclusion in Faculty Publications by an authorized administrator of Digital Commons @ Andrews
University. For more information, please contact repository@andrews.edu.

The Meaning
of Genesis 1:1
IT MAY be surprising to some stu
GERHARD F.
dents of the Bible that the translation HASEL
and meaning of the opening words of the
Bible are disputed. For 2,000 years the
first verse of the Bible has been officially
translated into Western languages with
the familiar words, "In the beginning
God created the heaven and the earth."
Now three authorized versions of the
Jewish, Roman Catholic, and Protestant
communities translate the first verse of
the Bible differently.
In 1962 the New Jewish Version
(N.J.V.) appeared with the translation,
"When God began to create the heaven
and the earth ..." * The New American
Bible (N.A.B.) of Roman Catholics,
which appeared in 1970, reads, "In the
beginning, when God created the heav Gerhard F. Hasel,
Ph.D., is associate
ens and the earth. . . . Then God professor
of Old
said . . ." t The Protestant New English Testament and
Bible (N.E.B.) of 1972 reads, "In the Biblical Theology,
beginning of creation, when God made Andrews Uni
heaven and earth the earth was without versity Theo
logical Seminary.
form and void. . . ."t

Translations using the word when no
longer have a complete sentence at the
end of verse 1. Accordingly, verse 1 is
taken as a dependent or subordinate
clause. Verse 2 is then conceived as a
parenthesis, and verse 3 becomes the
main clause of the sentence. 1 Among
the implications of the innovative
translations indicated above2 are the
following: (1) Genesis 1:1 cannot be
conceived of as stating or implying cre
ation out of nothing (creatio ex nihilo);
(2) nothing is stated about the begin
ning of time; (3) heaven and earth,
darkness, deep, and water already exist
when God begins His creative activity;
and (4) the first creative act of God is
the creation of light.3 Because of their
radical significance for the understand
ing of the nature and meaning of Cre
ation as portrayed in Genesis 1, these
implications necessitate a careful
analysis of the cogent arguments used
for the translation of the first words of
the Bible.

The first question to consider is
whether the first Hebrew word Cbere'shith) has the meaning "in the begin
ning" or "when." Reasons included for
selecting the temporal term "when" in
clude (1) the vowels of the first word sup
posedly point to the construct state and
(2) the temporal "when" construction is
employed again in Genesis 2:4.4 Re
garding this supposed parallel to
Genesis 2:4, it should be pointed out that
the Hebrew does not use the word
bere'shith in 2:4 but beyom, "in (on) the
day," 5 followed by an infinitive. In

Genesis 1:1, on the other hand, the verb
following the first word is no infinitive.
The received text (Masoretic text) points
it as a Qal perfect. 6 In short, the sup
posed parallel to Genesis 2:4 falls far
short of being relevant. The words are
not only different, even the grammatical
forms lack identity. Attempts that are
made to repoint the Hebrew text to fit
this theory demonstrate the weakness
of the new translations.
Many scholars have suggested that
the first word in Genesis 1 is in. the con
struct state.7 P. Humbert argued on

Lexical
and
Gram
matical
Consider
ations
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statistical-lexical grounds that this is
the case. Other scholars have shown to
the contrary that his method is de
fective8 and that on reinvestigation his
conclusion is not supported by the data
in the Old Testament.9 For example,
Isaiah 46:10 tells us that God declares
the end "from the beginning" (mere'shith). This case is instructive, for, as
N. H. Ridderbos points out, it shows
that the word can be used in an absolute
state with a temporal meaning, just as
in Genesis 1:1.
The lack of the article in the pointing
of the Hebrew is not a sound reason for
adopting the translation "when." Sev
eral scholars have rightly emphasized
that time designations in adverbial
expression do not need the article 10 and
still are considered to be in the absolute
state. Accordingly, the translation "in
the beginning God created . . ." has full
lexical and grammatical support.
In addition, all ancient versions
(Septuagint, Vulgate, Aquila, Theodotion, Symmachus, Targum Onkelos)
construed the first word of the Bible to
be in the absolute state and Genesis 1:1
as an independent main clause. Further

E. A. Speiser suggests that the syntax
of the entire first paragraph provides
"a more valid argument" than the
grammatical one. 14 He and H. M. Orlinsky argue that the Hebrew order of
subject-verb in the first clause of Gene
sis 1:2 makes it a parenthetic clause 15
instead of that with a noun-clause sense
as the classical Hebrew grammar of
Gesenius-Kautzsch identifies it. 16 This
argument is not very strong. The sub
ject-verb (perfect form) order does not
support the idea that verse 2 is paren
thetic. It is not true that a consecutive
statement would have begun with the
verb before the noun as Speiser and
Orlinsky suggest, 17 because there are
examples of the same inversion of word
order in Genesis 1:15; 3:1; Isaiah 1:2, as
A. Heidel has shown. 18 The inversion of
word order still keeps this a type of
clause that follows the pattern of the
two subsequent noun clauses of verse 2.
The inversion of word order rather in
dicates an emphasis on the subject, 19
and provides, in TJ. Cassuto's words, a
"decisive objection" 20 against the
translation embodied in the new ver
sions.
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more, the ancient Greek and Samaritan
transliterations supply additional evi
dence that verse 1 of Genesis was an
independent main clause, and the first
word was understood to be in the ab
solute state. 11 It has, moreover, been
suggested that the ancient Masoretes,
who supplied the Hebrew text with
vowels and accents, supplied the first
word in Genesis with the disjunctive
accent tiphha, evidently construing it
as an absolute. 12
In considering the lexical and gram
matical arguments, the following con
clusions emerge: (1) the renderings of
Genesis 1:1 in the versions indicated in
the introduction lack adequate lexical
and grammatical support. (2) The tradi
tional translation "In the beginning
God created" has the support of word
studies, grammar, Masoretic pointing
and accentuation, all ancient versions,
and Greek and Samaritan translitera
tions. (3) "Moses could not have used
any other construction to denote the
first word as in the absolute state, but
he could have opted for a different con
struction to indicate clearly the con
struct state." 13

2.
Syn
tactical
Consider
ations

Syntactically, Genesis 1:2 contains
three noun clauses, all describing states
of being existing contemporaneously
with the action expressed in the pre
vious verse. 21 Or to state it differently,
verse 2 describes the state of the earth
during the time when the activity of
verse 1 was ended and that of verse 3
began.
These syntactical considerations have
implications for the meaning and pur
pose of the first verse of the Bible. They
militate against the view of those who
suggest that verse 1 is a grand sum
mary,22 heading, superscription, or the
like23 of all that follows in the first
chapter of the Bible. Syntactical con
siderations have led the famous Hebrew
scholar C. Keil to point out, "That this
verse is not a heading merely, is evi
dent from the fact that the following ac
count of the course of creation com
mences with waw (and), which connects
the different acts of creation with the
fact expressed in verse 1, as the primary
foundation upon which they rest." 24
The waw, "and," of verse 2 is copulative
and with the noun in an emphatic posi
tion followed by the verb leads to a

ning God created. . . . And the earth
was . . . ," suggest strongly that verse 1
is an independent or main clause, and
indicate that verse 2 contains three
noun clauses that describe the state of
being of the earth contemporaneous to
the action of verse 1 and prior to the
activities mentioned in the verses that
follow.

meaning that may be rendered as fol
lows: "And (as far as) the earth (is con
cerned it) was . . ." 25 This points to a
link between verses 1 and 2 that is
rightly acknowledged by other schol
ars,26 just as there is a link between
verses 2 and 3.
In short, syntactical considerations
support the translation "In the begin

Various suggestions27 have been put
forth in support of the new translations
on the basis of supposed parallels from
ancient Near Eastern texts.28 Nearly
all of the ancient Near Eastern Creation
stories begin with the "when" sentence
structure. Therefore, it is implied the
Hebrew Creation story is also to begin
with "when." On grounds of method one
wonders whether the Biblical story
should indeed be read through the eyes
of pagan myths. Is it not sound meth
odologically to read it in terms of its
own Hebrew and Biblical context rather
than to superimpose extraneous con
cepts from the outside?
There is ample data from SumeroBabylonian myths that begin with
"when" (which in the case of the Sumerian language is udda and the Baby
lonian one is enumaor mumaandmean
literally "on the day that" or simply
"when" 29), to indicate their lack of
correspondence to the first word of
Genesis 1. The Sumerian and Akkadian

In the Hebrew language an author
can use long and complicated sentence
structures or short sentences. Each
pericope may be characterized by one
or the other stylistic pattern. Just as
Genesis 2:4ff has a particular stylistic
uniqueness, so the first chapter of the
Bible shows its own stylistic characteris
tic. 31 The style of Genesis 1 is charac
terized by the consistent use of short
sentences: "And God saw that . . . was
good" (1:4, 10, 12, 18, 25, 31); "and there
was evening and there was morning,...
day" (1:5, 8, 13, 19, 23, 31). The implica
tion of this stylistic uniqueness mili
tates against a syntactical construction
of verses 1-3 that makes these verses
into a long and complicated sentence
structure that even such a critic as

3.
Parallel
Consider
ations

4.
Stylistic
Consider
ations

terms correspond to the Hebrew beyom,
"in (on) the day" (cf. chap. 2:46), but not
to bere'shith, "in the beginning," in
Genesis 1:1. The famous dictum of
H. Gunkel still holds true: "The cos
mogonies of other people contain no
word which would come close to the first
word of the Bible." 30 In fact, Genesis
1:1 has no parallel in ancient Near East
ern literature.
If the author of Genesis 1 would have
wished to write "when," then he could
have chosen language to do so. The fact
that he chose bere'shith, "in the begin
ning," indicates that he wanted to say
something else. His idea appears to be
that "in the beginning," at the com
mencement of time, God created
"heaven and earth" and that this cre
ation was then in a condition different
from the present one. This different con
dition is described in verse 2. Next God
transformed this different condition
into the one depicted in the creative
acts that follow.

J. Wellhausen rejected as "desper
ate." 32
In short, stylistically Genesis 1:1 is
an independent or main clause, verse 2
consists of three noun clauses, and
verse 3a is also an independent or main
clause.
Let us summarize our observations.
The meaning of Genesis 1:1 emerges
on the basis of the combined efforts of
lexical, grammatical, syntactical, com
parative, and stylistic considerations.
The innovative translations fall short in
the area of each of the above considera
tions. Thus they lack the support of
each.
Genesis 1:1 contains four major
thoughts: First, God is the Creator. God
is the subject of the sentence. He is the
The Ministry/January, 1976/23

one who engaged in creative activity. In
the freedom of His will and being He
established creatively "heaven and
earth." Second, God has created heaven
and earth "in the beginning." Heaven
and earth do not go back into indefinite
timelessness. There was a time when
"heaven and earth" were not. God's
creation has a definite beginning from
which point of time onward it has exist
ence. Third, God has created. The mean
ing of bara', "created," indicates in this
context an absolute creation by an
effortless, free, unhindered, and sover
eign creative act. This word is often
linked to creation out of nothing as is
also "in the beginning." It indicates
"that God is not in need of pre-existent
matter for his creation." 33 Fourth, the
antonymic pair "heaven(s) and earth"
is the pbject of the special verb "create."
This pair is frequently used elsewhere
in the OT and expresses one idea: The
organized cosmos and its surrounding
heavenly sphere. Accordingly, verse 1
does not seem to speak of the creation of
the entire universe in its totality, but
of the cosmos and its surrounding heav
enly sphere. In such special Creation
God has given this world its unique and
full meaning, as well as a history that
moves on into the future.
II
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Beginning in January .. .
A health-study group in your church using
The Story of Our Health Message and Life at Its Best
A 1975 Annual Council action called for health-study groups in every Seventhday Adventist church. The suggestion is that the last Wednesday night
service each month he devoted to this purpose. January 24, 1976, Medical
Missionary Day, has been designated as the time to launch this forward thrust
for health in your church. Newly published newsprint editions of The Story
of Our Health Message and study guides are available.
Contact your conference health secretary for information and your local
Adventist Book Center for supplies. A new 80-slide program and script entitled
"Heritage of Health" is available through Professional Health Media Services,
P.O. Box 922, Loma Linda, California 92354.
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